Introduction
The digital revolution is presenting the book publishing industry with enormous challenges. So many of the industry's long-established, entrenched practices are under serious threat and are very likely unsustainable in the digital world. This paper will explore what is happening and how publishers, globally and in Australia, are reacting, or more accurately, not reacting. It will examine the critical issues of declining prices and revenues, relations with authors, the future of booksellers, territoriality and business models. It will challenge the publishing community to move beyond strategies built on fear and seriously lift its game, if it wants to survive.
Background
There can be absolutely no doubt that the book industry, like the newspaper industry, is in the midst of a profound revolution. And it is happening very, very quickly -in fact so quickly that the landscape seems to change week by week.
Let me provide a little context. In November 2009 I gave a presentation on digital futures to the Australian Campus Booksellers Association. It was an anniversary speech. Five years previously, in 2004, I'd given a similar address to the same audience, where I'd rather boldly declared that, given the rapidity of developments in the emerging digital world, in fi ve years' time only half of them would be still in business, selling printed textbooks to tertiary students. As it turned out, all of them were still there, and in fact were thriving, and were delighting in pointing that out to me! Far from being dead, the textbook is very much alive and well. In fi gures collected by the Australian Publishers Association, sales of tertiary textbooks grew 10.2% in 2008 and 7.8% in 2009. So, not only was I wrong, I was very wrong! A number of things can be concluded from this. Firstly and most obviously, I didn't know what I was talking about, and secondly, some profound transformations we all anticipated simply weren't happening to the extent we thought they were.
In my defence let me say that I wasn't alone. In 2001, the global business consultancy company Accenture forecast that there'd be 28 million dedicated ebook readers in use in the US alone by 2005, and ebook sales would be $2.3 billion. Another major consultancy company Forrester predicted a far more modest $251 million in sales of ebook devices by 2005, but -and this is astonishing -$3.23 billion in sales of digital textbooks alone. RCA, who made ebook devices at the time, dismissed Forrester's forecasts as 'ridiculously low'.
Even Microsoft, when it launched its famed Microsoft Reader software back in early 2000, got it laughably wrong. It predicted that, by 2005, ebook sales would be almost $1 billion, and ebook vending machines would be everywhere, in bookstores, newsagencies and airports.
Of course, by 2005, nothing remotely like that happened. The fi rst generation, as it turned out, of ebook devices, the Rocket eBook, the SoftBook, the Franklin eBookman were all dead and gone, and sales of ebooks themselves were at asterisk levels -virtually non-existent.
Notice however that all these forecasts, including my own, are in 5 year time frames. There's something about that 5 year horizon that is immensely and emotionally appealing to digital enthusiasts. I guess it conveys the sense that a revolution is just around the corner, and there's an urgency about it that can't be ignored. But importantly, it's a timeframe where, in a rapidly changing landscape, the forecaster can be reasonably assured that he or she is across most of the elements in play.
Two years ago, in 2008, two fairly infl uential books were published on the impending future of the book, Print is Dead by Jeff Gomez, former Digital Director at Penguin USA, and The Book is Dead by Sherman Young from Macquarie University. Both books are excellent and I wholeheartedly recommend them. But almost three years on, they are quite outdated. 1 While the books were at the printers, ironically, the huge game-changer appeared, Amazon's Kindle. Almost single-handedly, the Kindle radically changed the landscape because of its wireless technology, but most importantly, its headline $9.99 ebook pricing. Suddenly ebooks were off and running. The revolution had well and truly re-started. Since then of course we've seen Apple's iPad, the Kobo, and plenty of others.
Which brings us back to the rapidly changing environment of today. I called it a profound revolution and one that seems to be changing week by week. In fact virtually every day there is a new announcement, whether it's yet another device released, or some hard sales data released, or yet another forecast made, or another initiative from a publisher, an author or literary agent.
(In this article I will focus solely on the trade, or consumer, market sector. The educational side of the industry, whether school, vocational or tertiary, is undergoing its own digital revolution, but it's a web-based, interactive paradigm, and, although fascinating, is an entirely separate story.)
Some Statistics
About two months ago the Association of American Publishers (AAP), in conjunction with the International Digital Publishing Forum (IDPF), released their data on ebook sales for June and thus the fi rst half of 2010.
2 As cheekily put by Michael Calder in his well regarded book trade newsletter Publishers Lunch 'as usual [this data] is leading to a variety of interpretations. Ebook sales are rising, falling, slowing down, plateauing and doubling or tripling all at the same time...The data shows sales of $29.8 million for June (and $88.7 million for the second quarter, versus $91 million for the fi rst quarter.' 3 These fi gures refl ect publishers' wholesale sales only, not retail sales, and only from the 12 largest US publishers who are the only ones regularly reporting their ebook sales. Still, the vast bulk of sales would be captured in these numbers. What they show is that sales for the fi rst six months of 2010 were about $30 million per month -with some months being slightly more, some slightly less -and would therefore be about $360 million for the whole of 2010. (However more recent data
